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1
IN

T
R

O
D

U
C

T
IO

N
A plateau is always in the middle, not at the beginning or the end. A rhizome

is made of plateaus.—Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus:

Capitalism and Schizophrenia

No doubt Deleuze and Guattari have got the right idea. Matters grow

from the middle, and from many places. But one also has to start

somewhere.

With the aircraft?This is a book about specific episodes in a British

attempt to build a military aircraft, a tactical strike and reconnais-

sance warplane, called the TSR2. The project to build this aircraft

started in the 1950s and ended in 1965 when it was canceled by a

newly elected Labour government. In one way or another, all the

stories in this book have to do with the TSR2.

But the aircraft is not the only possible place to start. For though

all the stories in this book are indeed about the TSR2, the book is

really about something much more general. It is about modernism

and its child, postmodernism—and about how we might think past

the limits that these set to ourways of thinking.For the book is about a

world, the contemporary Euro-American world, in whichmany have

lost their faith in big theories or ‘‘grand narratives,’’ as Jean-François

Lyotard calls them (1984b). And, at least to some extent, it is about a

world in which many have also lost confidence in the grand projects

and plans that tend to go with those grand narratives. Nuclear power,

medical practices, food safety, the environment, everywhere, or so

the story runs, experts are doubted, and people are skeptical of the

claims made by authorities. Including academic authorities.

Of course there are various ways of responding to this. One can

wave aside the skepticismof postmodernismand insist that experts—

including academic experts—still know best: that it is, indeed, pos-

sible to tell grand narratives. One can, in short, remain a modern-

ist. Alternatively, one can insist that expert knowledges are limited

in scope, but then go on to say that it is still possible to tell consis-

tent stories so long as one understands that these have only a lim-

ited validity and that they will in due course require revision. No

doubt this is the dominant response in many of the social sciences,

for instance underpinning the theory of reflexive modernity.1 It is a

response that says warrantable knowledge is still possible so long as
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it is suitably set about with health warnings and it is not used after its

sell-by date.

But there is another possibility that I want to explore in this book.

This is to take the skepticism of the so-called postmodern condi-

tion seriously, which means accepting that ‘‘modernism’’ is flawed

even in its more supple versions. It is to accept that modernism never

achieved the smoothnesses it sought, that its foundations were illu-

sory, and that when it intervened to try to put things right andmake a

better world it often—as Zygmunt Bauman has so eloquently shown

—wreaked havoc.2 But then it recognizes, and this is crucial, that the

pluralist diaspora apparently favored by postmodernism raises prob-

lems that are just as difficult. Not only is it clear that we don’t live in a

pluralist world in which everyone happily does their own thing, but

it is also apparent that the broken fragments celebrated in postmod-

ernism are just as much a product of modernism as its own stream-

lined coherences ever were. Postmodernism is, so to speak, the mir-

ror image of modernism—and postmodernism’s response has simply

been to break the smoothness and shatter that mirror. The argument,

then, is that modernism and postmodernism exist together. They are

each other’s creatures. And as they confront one another they tend

to press us to make a choice between the homogeneities of centered

storytelling on the one hand, and pluralism of fragmentation on the

other. This, then, is a second version of what the book is about. It is

an attempt to evade that choice.

But tomake the argument I need to bemore specific. So a third and

more concise way of talking about the stories assembled in this book

is to say that they are about fractional coherence. Fractional coher-

ence, I will say, is about drawing things together without centering

them.

Knowing subjects, or so we’ve learned since the 1960s, are not co-

herent wholes. Instead they are multiple, assemblages. This has been

said about subjects of action, of emotion, and of desire in many ways,

and is often, to be sure, a poststructuralist claim. But I argue in this

book that the same holds for objects too.An aircraft, yes, is an object.

But it also reveals multiplicity—for instance in wing shape, speed,

military roles, andpolitical attributes. I am saying, then, that an object

such as an aircraft—an ‘‘individual’’ and ‘‘specific’’ aircraft—comes in

different versions. It has no single center. It is multiple. And yet these2 Introduction
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various versions also interfere with one another and shuffle them-

selves together to make a single aircraft. They make what I will call

singularities, or singular objects out of their multiplicity.3 In short,

they make objects that cohere.

But how do they do this? This is the major question that I tackle in

this book. A question that, while speaking to the general issue raised

by the so-called postmodern predicament, at the same time much

more concisely refuses the pluralism implied by Lyotard’s multiple

language games.

How, then, to think about this? I deploy a range of metaphors for

thinking about the overlaps that produce singularity out of multi-

plicity. Many of these have grown up in the discipline of STS—of sci-

ence, technology, and society. Interference, oscillation, Donna Har-

away’s notions of ‘‘the established disorder’’ or the cyborg—these

terms catch something important about the relations between singu-

larity and multiplicity. But let me mention a further possibility here,

that of fractionality. In mathematics fractals are lines that occupy

more than one dimension but less than two.4 If we take this as ameta-

phor without worrying too much about the mathematics, then we

may imagine that fractal coherences are coherences that cannot be

caught within or reduced to a single dimension. But neither do they

exist as coherences in two or three separate and independent dimen-

sions. In this way of thinking, a fractionally coherent subject or object

is one that balances between plurality and singularity. It ismore than

one, but less than many.

I want to suggest that Euro-American culture doesn’t really have

the language that it needs to imagine possibilities of this kind. Its

conditions of possibility more or less preclude the fractional. Indeed

this is one of the reasons why the postmodern reaction—though it

diagnoses some of the problems of modernism well enough—still

finds itself trapped within a version of the modern predicament. For

if things don’t cohere together to form a consistent whole, then it is

usually assumed that they don’t cohere at all. So in common sense (as

well as much academic and political discourse) the options tend to

take the form of the binarismmentioned earlier: between, on the one

hand, something that is a singularity because it holds together coher-

ently; and, on the other, something that is broken and scattered, as

in some kind of pluralism in which anything goes.5 Or between order Introduction 3
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and its antithesis, chaos. Thusour languages tend to forceus to choose

between centers or dislocated fragments. Between the poles of ‘‘draw-

ing things together’’ and ‘‘the decentering of the subject.’’6 Or be-

tween single containers, such as ‘‘society,’’ and plural elements, such

as ‘‘individuals,’’ that are containedwithin society. Fractionality, then,

is one of the possiblemetaphors for trying to avoid such dualisms. For

trying to wrestle with the idea that objects, subjects, and societies are

both singular and multiple, both one and many. Both/and.

This, then, is the hope: that after the dualist contraries of centering

and decentering, after the alternates of singularity and multiplicity,

we might find ways of imagining fractionality. This, to be sure, is the

hope of a number of scholars and is certainly one of the lessons that

we learn from parts of poststructuralism.7 But the program, it seems

to me, has not yet found good ways of performing itself—and least of

all of doing so empirically. This leads to the fourth significance for the

stories that I tell in the book. A fourth way of beginning.

This starts with a question: How should we write? How might we

write about multiplicity in a way that also produces the effects of sin-

gularity? Or about singularity in a way that does not efface the perfor-

mances of multiplicity? In this book I do not respond to this question

by offering a single recipe or a formula. Instead I choose to proceed

less directly and more allegorically. Or, more precisely, I try to make

something, to create it rather than simply telling about it. For this

book explores complexity, heterogeneity, and interference not simply

by talking about them, but also, and maybe more importantly, by try-

ing to perform them.

I believe that if we have notmanaged to attend verywell to the frac-

tional coherences of multiple objects and subjects, this is not simply

because we have not properly faced the facts. It also has to do with

how we investigate our subjects and objects and, in particular, with

the ways in which we tell about them. It has, in short, to do with the

character of social-science writing. Notwithstanding work in several

social-science traditions, we are, to use a phrase, insufficiently self-

reflexive about theway inwhichwewrite.8And aboutwhat is implied

when we write in one way rather than another. So my hypothesis is

that we have not yet recognized and allowed the difficult subjectivi-

ties that are needed for fractional knowing. In this book I also help to

4 Introduction
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bring such less direct ways of knowing into being. The book, then, is

an intervention, a performance of fractional ways of knowing.

Perhaps it would have been possible to make a grand narrative

about decentered and yet coherent objects. I take it that this is one of

the features ofAndrewPickering’swork on the ‘‘mangle of practice,’’ a

metaphor that otherwise doesworkwhich hasmuch in commonwith

what is attempted in this book: an inquiry into ontology, into what is

made, rather than what is represented.9 And the thought of working

in terms of a single metaphor is attractive because it offers a key to

complexity. And such keys, once in place, are easily expressed and

applied. Telling directly aboutwhat they tell, they are rendered easily

transportable. To say it quickly, such is the dream of modernism in

its search for foundational (or now postfoundational) grounds, and it

is certainly the project of much contemporary social theory, to which

the possibilities of allegory are foreign.10 But here I explore a less di-

rect alternative by growing different stories alongside one another.

Smaller narratives—a lot of smaller keys. Working in this way has a

cost: we do indeed lose the possibility of an overall vision. But at the

same timewe also create something thatwas not there before: we cre-

ate andmake visible interferences between the stories. We bring new

and unpredictable effects into being, effects which cannot be pre-

dicted or foretold from a single location. New forms of subjectivity.

To do this is to alter the character of knowing and writing. It is

to render them multiple, decentered, or partially centered, in this

place that refuses both modernism and postmodernism. If single ac-

counts offering single keys make arborescences—treelike structures

with beginnings, middles, and ends where everything important is

held together in a centrally coordinatedway—thenmultiple storytell-

ing makes rhizomatic networks that spread in every direction. They

make elaborations and interactions that hold together, fractionally,

like a tissue of fibers.11 This results in texts that are uncentered, texts

that are not singular. And yet, if the bet is right, it produces texts that

have intersections, that hold together. That cohere.

Sowhat does all thismean inpractice?The answer is that the essays

in this book tell specific stories about specific events. In doing so, they

play upon recurrent themes to do with partiality, fractionality, inter-

ference, and collusion, while doing so in a manner that resists the

Introduction 5
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simplicities of an overall beginning, middle, and end. The book as a

whole, then, is not treelike in structure. It is not an arborescence. In-

stead it takes the form of a rhizomatic network. It makes overlaps and

juxtapositions, and it makes interference effects as a result of making

these overlaps. So that is the fourth way of introducing the book. It is

about writing fractionally.

But this suggests a fifth way of talking about the stories of the book,

which has to do with how texts relate to the world. Perhaps, to be

simple, we might speak of two possibilities. First, we may imagine

that they tell about and thus represent a version of reality. If we think

of writing in this way, then we distinguish between texts on the one

hand, and what they represent on the other. The latter become some-

thing separate, out there, prior, removed. This means that we may

stand outside and describe the world, and that when we do so we do

not get our hands dirty. We are not in the world.

The alternative is to imagine, reflexively, that telling stories about

theworld also helps to perform that world. Thismeans that in a (writ-

ing) performance reality is staged. And such a staging ensures that,

everything else being equal, what is being performed is thereby ren-

dered more obdurate, more solid, more real than it might otherwise

have been. It becomes an element of the present that may be carried

into the future.

So what do we perform when we write? There are various by now

familiar possibilities. We may perform the world as a treelike struc-

ture: such is the desire of modernism as it seeks to perform its cen-

tered consistency into being. We may make fragments, which is, to

be sure, the postmodern response. Orwemay enact it rhizomatically,

which is the allegorical or poststructural alternative that I am recom-

mending.

In this alternative approach, no matter how stories are told about

this aircraft, the TSR2, they do not simply describe something that

happened once upon a time. They are rather, or also, a way of helping

to perform the aircraft. The stories participate in the aircraft. They

add to the crowd of forms in which it was already among us, inter-

fering with and diffracting earlier versions and thereby altering these

forms. Perhaps slightly and locally. Perhaps unpredictably. But never-

theless altering them, and making a difference.

So the performativity of writing is a fifth way of introducing the6 Introduction
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book, of describing the significance of its stories. But this in turn sug-

gests a sixth possibility: that the book is about what it is to criticize,

analytically and politically. Its fractional object is, as I have noted, a

military aircraft. Why this should have been so is something that I

explore in chapter 3. As is obvious, there is much to worry about in

military aviation. Had the TSR2 ever been used in its nuclear role,

theworldwould have stumbled intoArmageddon.And, leaving aside

the horrors of destruction, in the stories that followwe’ll come across

ways in which the TSR2, even if it never killed, indeed performed

social distributions—for instance those of gender or ethnicity.12 So

yes, there is much to worry about here. But there is a problem if we

start to criticize from what is supposed to be the outside because

doing so ignores the performative character of storytelling that I have

just been describing. In particular it ignores the fact that we are all

mixed up in what we are describing. That, indeed, in one way or

another we are helping to bring it into being. The fact that we are col-

luding with what we are describing, colluding to enact it into being.

The conclusion is that in a fractional and reflexive world the luxury

of standing outside, criticizing, and correcting is no longer available.

Partly inside, partly outside, we are at least partially connected with

our objects of study. And if we seek to criticize then it also becomes

important to reflect on the character of that involvement. We need to

askwhether, and if so how,we share inwhatwe do not likewith those

whom we do not like. And whether, and if so how, they share some

of our own most valued ways of being.

This should not be misunderstood as a plea for political quietism.

Indeed, quite to the contrary. Thus if our writings perform reality,

then they also alter it. Every time we act or tell, we also, at least puta-

tively,make a difference.We always act politically. The only question

is how do we do it?

This book interferes in a variety of ways, but in particular, or so

I hope, it interferes with what we might think of as ‘‘project-ness.’’

This is the idea (which is also a performance) that many technologies

and other social arrangements are properly narrated and organized

as ‘‘projects,’’ ‘‘programs,’’ ‘‘operations’’ or other closely related terms

such as ‘‘organization,’’ ‘‘system,’’ ‘‘network,’’ or even the ‘‘reflexive

person.’’ These are objects that are somewhat linear, chronologically

chained, and more or less centrally and teleologically ordered, and Introduction 7
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that are also shaped in one way or another by their circumstances.

Think of the TSR2 project. Or the Manhattan Project. Or the mission

statements of organizations. Or indeed ‘‘the modern project.’’ Think

of large technical systems, or actor-networks. This kind of telling and

performing is a standard narrative trope in late modernity. And it is,

of course, performative of that modernity, tending as it is told and en-

acted to order social relations in an image of projectness. It is one of

the aims of this book to interferewith this trope, to erode the assump-

tions performed in projectness, or at least to explore what is involved

in their enactment. Thus, the sixth argument of the book in effect sug-

gests to social scientists that, insofar as they frame what they tell in

the form of stories about projects, they too are colluding in reproduc-

ing the conditions of projectness as an appropriate narrative form.No

doubt this is not all bad. There are moments for this collusion. But if

the arguments I am making carry any weight, then that performance

tends to efface not only other possibilities but also the fractional con-

ditions of the performance of singularity. And, to be sure, set limits

to the conditions of possibility.

So there are at least six possible introductions, six ways of telling

what the book is about: it is about an aircraft; it is about refusing the

space provided by the division between modernism and postmod-

ernism; it is about fractional coherence; it is about the reflexive forms

of academic subjectivities needed to apprehend the fractional; it is

about the performativity of writing; and it is about the collusions that

necessarily follow from that performativity. Such are the themes that

recur and interfere with one another throughout the book.

Each of the eight chapters that form the body of this book tells its

own story and mobilizes its own resources, drawing variously on

cultural studies, technoscience studies, feminist theory, philosophy,

sociology, cultural anthropology, art theory and history, and semi-

otics.

Chapter 2 concerns the problem of multiplicity. It uses a version

of semiotics to analyze how an aircraft sales brochure generates first

a range of object positions and then coordinates them into a single

aircraft. This analysis implies that coherent and single objects are

effects or products. It also implies a shift from epistemology to on-

tology. This is because inconsistency betweendifferent performances8 Introduction
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reflects failing coordination between different object positions rather

than differences between external perspectives on the same object.

These, then, are two of the implications ifwe start to imagine that nar-

ratives are not about self-evidently singular objects but rather have to

do with the enactment of fractional relations.

Chapter 3 deals with subjectivity, interpellation, and collusion. It

describes how I was multiply interpellated by the TSR2, which im-

plies that there is no such thing as a centered subject: like objects,

subjects of knowledge are multiple or fractionally coherent. It also

suggests that the interferences between these different subject posi-

tions are a valuable source of data. This means that if it is properly

used, ‘‘the personal’’ is not confessional but analytical in character.

It also, however, means that when subjects are interpellated by ob-

jects, they are liable to find themselves colluding in the performance

of certain narrative forms. Such was certainly so in the case of the

TSR2.

Chapter 4 is about bias in favor of narrative continuity, and the

ways in which discontinuities are effaced or deferred. In this chap-

ter I identify three versions of narrative continuity: the chronology

of genealogy and descent; the synchronicity of systematic connec-

tion; and depth hermeneutics, for instance in the form of background

factors such as social interests that then shape more superficial phe-

nomena. Despite their differences (and these, of course, have been

rehearsed in extenso in social theory), each version performs a bias

in favor of continuity and connection, while discontinuities are de-

ferred into slippages between the different narrative forms and so

tend to be effaced. This analysis implies that the difference between

insider and outsider cannot be sustained: social scientists andpartici-

pants alike tell their stories in terms of these narrative possibilities.

They collaborate to perform projectness and its conditions of possi-

bility, which include a homogeneous space-time box with its own set

of coordinates in the form of chronology and scale.

Chapter 5 concerns oscillation between singular presence andmul-

tiple absence. It considers an aerodynamic formalism that seeks to

draw things together in an explicit and homogeneous manner. This

formalism operates by simplifying and excluding almost everything

—including other realities that are represented in algebraic form but

cannot possibly appear on a sheet of paper. The formalism is thus Introduction 9
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oscillatory: it necessarily makes absent that which it also seeks to

make present. The paradox is that presence and coherence rest on

their converse, thatwhich cannot bemade present and coherent. This

means that absence and presence cannot be dissociated. Again, then,

the underlying theme of the chapter is that objects are not singular,

indeed not self-identical. That in their heterogeneity they are instead

fractional and can only be apprehended fractionally.

Chapter 6 is also about oscillation, this time oscillation first be-

tween text and pictures and second within the pictures themselves.

The text of the brochure discussed in chapter 2 creates an aircraft that

is practical, technically efficacious, and militarily invulnerable. The

illustrations extend the performance of military invulnerability but

also stress the nonpractical fact that to fly this aircraft is thrilling for

a certain kind of heroic male subject. There are other genderings at

work as well within the pictures. Though the aircraft itself is some-

times performed as a potentmale, there aremomentswhen it ismade

female in a version of the patriarchal fear of the power of woman per-

formed in the oscillation betweenMadonna andwhore. Thus the aes-

thetics of the illustrations (themselves noncoherent) interfere with

the text in ways that are discursively illegitimate in order to perform

a singular and obdurate aircraft that is strong and deadly.

Chapter 7 is about decision making. It explores the assumptions

about decision making in descriptions about the decision to cancel

the TSR2. These include distinguishing between reality and fantasy;

effacing the microphysics of power; performing certain places and

times as discretionary; distinguishing between that which is impor-

tant and that which is amere ‘‘detail’’; and (in a further example of the

oscillation between singularity andmultiplicity) the erasure of differ-

ences between different decisions in a framing assumption that the

decision taken was indeed one rather than many. This assumption of

singularity thus makes it possible for different individual decisions

to be made—but, I argue, it is necessary for different decisions to be

made if a single decision is to be achieved. These, then, are narrative

collusions to do with decision making not unlike those entailed in

studying ‘‘projects.’’ Again there is oscillation.

Chapter 8 returns tonarrativeperformativity andcollusion. It offers

several accounts of the TSR2 project that reveal substantial overlaps.

In particular, it suggests that the accounts are arborescent in form.10 Introduction
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Thus the stories all join in the performance of a single TSR2 and

its projectness—and the work of building the kind of homogeneous

space-time box described in chapter 4. This analysis suggests, once

again, that that the distinction between insider and outsider doesn’t

really work; that all accounts are performative (there is a discussion

of Austin’s performatives and constatives); and that all collude in the

reproductionof the conditions of possibility,which include a singular

world and a singular object in which the oscillation with multiplicity

is effaced. The hands of the storyteller are never clean.

Chapter 9 considers what comes after centering—for, given the

gravitational pull of centered storytelling within the narrative tradi-

tions of modernism, escaping from singularity is difficult. Indeed, to

talk of ‘‘escape’’ is not the right metaphor because it implies a post-

modern fragmentation with the binarisms fromwhich we need to es-

cape. In this chapter I first consider the metaphor of the pinboard,

the relationship between narratives or other performative depictions

juxtaposed on a notice board. I suggest that this metaphor may help

us to handle the performative character of our own ways of know-

ing in a manner that does not conceal their multiplicity. I then re-

turn to the question of the political. The question is, does an insis-

tence on fractionality rather than the singularity of social structure

imply political quietism? I argue that this is far from the case. Even

leaving aside the often-collusive performativity of singular narrative,

I suggest that the great social distributions familiar to sociologists and

political commentators are all the more obdurate precisely because

they are not singular but rather fractional in character. There is no

‘‘weak link’’ in an otherwise coherent structure. Rather there are par-

tial and supple connections between distributions that help to secure

dominance and reproduce the established disorder.

All of which—and this is the concluding thought—also demand

fractional ways of knowing; skepticism about viewpoints that try to

perform themselves as simply centered; and an ability to live and

know in tension. This is one version of what a rigorous and politically

interventionary social science that seeks to avoid both modernism

and postmodernism might look like.

Introduction 11
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It was a sales brochure. About sixty pages long, it was published in

1962 by the British Aircraft Corporation. And it was trying to sell an

aircraft, the TSR2, to its readers. But what was the TSR2? And who

were the readers of the brochure?

There are historical responses to both these questions. TSR2 was a

tactical strike and reconnaissance warplane being designed and built

by the major UK aerospace manufacturer, the British Aircraft Corpo-

ration. And the brochure was intended for an elite readership: senior

air force officers in the UK or in certain ‘‘friendly’’ countries, most

notably Australia; senior civil servants, again in these selected coun-

tries; and no doubt a number of well-placed politicians. For the bro-

churewas part of an effort to sell the aircraft, both in Britain butmore

particularly (since the Royal Air Force was already committed to its

purchase) to possible overseas buyers.

Those, then, are brief versions of the historical answers. I offer them

at the outset because I do not want to be accused of playing games,

of withholding context, or of denying the obvious. But the direction

in which I wish to move is different. For reasons that will become ap-

parent I do not want to framewhat I write in terms of the conventions

of narrative history. Though this strategy, of course, brings its costs,

I want instead to create a naive reader—a naive reader who knows

nothing about theTSR2 or the potential readers of the brochure.And I

want to use this fiction in order to learn something about how the bro-

chure works. So the thought experiment is this: that we read excerpts

from the brochure without making too many assumptions about its

character, aboutwhat it is telling us, or about its likely readers. Some-

thing that is not possible if we arrive with the competences and the

concerns of the historian.

So what happens if we do this?

Naive Readings

Exhibit 2.1 is from page twenty-five of the brochure. As is obvious,

this is a drawing, the drawing of an aircraft. Then the question arises

immediately: how naive do we want to make the reader? If we insist

on a radical version of naïveté then we need to say that there is noth-

ing about the picture that links it with the TSR2. For yes, it is a picture

of an aircraft. But there is no caption to say that this aircraft is the

TSR2.
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EXHIBIT 2.1

Perspectival Sketch

of Aircraft (British

Aircraft Corporation

1962, 25;

© Brooklands

Museum)

EXHIBIT 2.2 ‘‘The T.S.R.2 weapons system is capable of a wide range of recon-

naissance and nuclear and high explosive strike roles in all weathers and with a

minimum of ground support facilities.’’ (British Aircraft Corporation 1962, 4)

EXHIBIT 2.3 ‘‘In T.S.R.2, high grade reconnaissance is allied to very accurate navi-

gation and this suggests the application of the aircraft to survey duties. In many

areas the navigation accuracy of better than 0.3% of distance travelled is a signifi-

cant improvement on the geodetic accuracy of existing maps. This degree of pre-

cision enables new maps to be made or old ones to be corrected with a minimum

of accurately surveyed reference points.’’ (British Aircraft Corporation 1962, 17)

Exhibit 2.2 appears much earlier in the brochure—indeed on the

first full page of text. Here we don’t learn anything about an aircraft.

Instead, we learn that the TSR2 is a weapons system. We also learn

that this weapons system fulfills a range of roles, and that it does so

in ways that are independent of the effects of weather and elaborate

ground-support facilities. But is it an aircraft? Again, to be sure, it de-

pends just how naive wewant to be. But if wewere to dig in our heels

then we would have to say that we’ve learned that the ‘‘TSR2’’ is a

weapons system, but not that it is an aircraft.

Exhibit 2.3 tells us something about TSR2 and navigation. Here the

naive reader does indeed learn that TSR2 is an aircraft, but that reader

also learns something about the character of this aircraft: that it has Objects 13
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EXHIBIT 2.4 ‘‘In T.S.R.2 the internal and external communications facilities are

completely integrated. Two control units provide for intercommunication between

the crew and for control of the radio equipment installed.’’ (British Aircraft Cor-

poration 1962, 29)

EXHIBIT 2.5

Fuel System (British

Aircraft Corporation

1962, 41;

© Brooklands

Museum)

to do with remote sensing and surveying. TSR2, or so it is being sug-

gested here, is an aircraft capable of accurate navigation—but also,

and perhaps more remarkably, one that is capable of making maps.

Howmany more versions of naïveté do we need? Exhibit 2.4 turns

the TSR2 into a communications system. Exhibit 2.5 (though, like

the drawing in exhibit 2.1, it does not mention the TSR2 by name),

turns it into a fuel system, complete with pipes, tanks, pumps, and

engines. And exhibit 2.6 (again we need to enter the caveat about

the absence of a name) turns it into a global traveler, moving to and

fro between Britain, Australia, and a host of other points around the

globe.

Let’s stop the experiment now. We could pile up more exhibits,

but we have learned what we need to learn for the moment: a naive

reader who does not start out with an idea of what it is, this TSR2,

who does not make connections, will learn that it is many and quite

different things.1 Let me stress the point: ‘‘the TSR2’’ is not a single14 Objects
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object; neither, whatever the exhibits might suggest, is it many differ-

ent parts of a single object. Instead it is many quite different things.

It is not one, but many.

This is the problem of difference:we have different objects. Or it is

the problemofmultiplicity: we havemultiple objects. In otherwords,

a reader who insists on being naive is likely to find that he or she

is dealing not with a single object but rather with an endless series

of different objects, objects that carry the same name—for instance

‘‘TSR2’’—but which are quite unlike one another in character.

Of course, we know that it is not really like that. We know—or at

least we assume—that the object, the TSR2, is indeed an object. But

why is this?Whydowemake this jump?Andhowdoes it come about?

The ability to pose such questions is the reason for avoiding a histo-

rian’s sensibility and the justification for being naive. An initial as-

sumption of naïveté enables us to ask why the reader for whom the

brochure was intended would assume that it was, indeed, describing

a single object, a single aircraft, rather than a whole flock of differ-

ent machines. In other words, an initial assumption of naïveté is a

methodological position.2

But why be naive? To answer this question I need to talk of strate-

gies of coordination. In particular, I will identify a series of mecha-

nisms that work to connect and coordinate disparate elements. The

EXHIBIT 2.6

Strategic

Deployment (British

Aircraft Corporation

1962, 23;

© Brooklands

Museum)

Objects 15
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The Problem of Difference

Annemarie Mol has written a book about this, about the problem of

difference in medicine.3 Think, she says, of lower-limb arteriosclerosis.

Or better, think of the practices within which lower-limb arterioscle-

rosis is located. Perhaps we may number three of these.

First, there is a phenomenon the doctors call ‘‘claudication.’’ Clau-

dication is suffered by patients. It is pain in the legs occurring when

the patient walks further than a certain distance. This is diagnosed in

general practitioners’ surgeries when the patient is interviewed.

Second, there is the phenomenon of an inadequate flow of blood to

the legs and the feet. This usually arises initially in outpatient clinics.

The investigating physician measures the pressure of the blood flow at

the ankle and compares it with the pressure at some other convenient

point such as the top of the arm. If the difference is large then there

is said to be pressure loss at the ankle. This loss of pressure is taken

to be a sign of increased resistance to the flow of the blood.

Third, there is the phenomenon of the thickening of the intima of

the blood vessels in the leg. There are various practices for exploring

this, but the most important is located in the pathology laboratory,

after the amputation of a diseased leg. The pathologist cuts cross sec-

tions through the blood vessels of the leg to detect whether, and if

so to what extent, there has been a thickening of the intima of the

vessel.

What is the relationship between these practices? There is, says Mol,

a textbook explanation. It says that arterial disease leads to a thick-

ening of the vessel intima. Beyond a certain point this leads in turn

to a fall in blood pressure and, again beyond a certain point, this be-

gins to interfere with the blood flow in the legs. When this happens,
16 Objects
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